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KEYNOTE ADDRESS – SUMMARY 

Museums are, by definition, conservative. After all, they need to be – their function 
is to preserve, protect and display the past through its material culture, objects and 
artefacts. For many years, indeed for almost two centuries, Museums have not radically 
changed. Now they are changing, and they must. 

The change is forced upon the museum community by the advances of the virtual 
world surrounding us all. The material museum can, at best, display a tiny amount of its 
holdings, with the rest being kept in underground vaults. Over the last couple of 
decades, many of the leading museums have moved away from an unchanging display 
concentrating on a permanent collection, to many rolling exhibitions, which make use 
of more and more of the material buried in the vaults; however, even this does not do 
justice to the great majority of the holding in a large and complex museum such as the 
Louvre, BM, V&A, or the Prado. 

Some museums have responded to this innovatively, by displaying all their wares in 
a new and exciting configuration: consider for example the Rietberg Museum in Zurich, 
which has put ALL its holdings on display, by rearranging the vaults as a display area, 
with glass partitions, allowing us uninterrupted and intimate contact and proximity with 
the objects, in what it calls Visible Storage. This is a solution which more museums are 
now following, mainly of small to medium size, as it cannot easily provide an answer 
for the large international museums. 

This difficulty is now being faced with a new and exciting solution – the virtual 
museum. Most museums are now starting, or are preparing, the full digitisation of their 
collection. This process is to last decades in some cases, and is a complex and expensive 
one, requiring highly-trained personnel, high-end software and hardware, and an 
approach to new technology radically different from the past. 

The process of mass digitisation is not a simple process of putting information on 
massive servers. What is required is a new level of technological synchronisation 
between museums, so that the various systems can talk to each others across the global 
network. In the wake of Dublin Core, we now need a Visual Dublin Core, allowing all 
museums to share data across the web, with agreed data formats, procedures and 
handshakes. This will enable the most important features which such a system must 
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offer, apart from keeping records: It must be a global data system, and it must be easily 
searchable on a number of levels: textual, visual, auditory and metadata. Only such a 
combination of features will allow the system a future, making it distinctly different 
from the early digitisation efforts, where thinking was limited to preservation, and the 
needs of display, data exchange and research were not paramount. 

To be able to develop such a system, one is looking for a level of 
cooperation between museums and archives much greater than currently exists. It will 
take the leading museums to pioneer a common approach, and bring the rest with them. 
To deliver the task, a large multi-national research effort is required, bringing together 
expertise in the various areas of computing, art history, media, film, photography, audio 
and web technologies, as well as software and hardware engineering of the kind not yet 
in existence, but under active development. The lecture will be arguing the case for such 
an international effort, building on existing expertise and experience within the 
academic community in the UK and abroad. 
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